Abstract: A national telephone survey of 1,104 adults who had recently obtained a new prescription was undertaken to determine the nature and amount of drug information obtained. Sixty percent stated that physicians provided directions for use information with the pharmacy reported as about half as active. Only 3 to 6 per cent said they asked the physician or pharmacist for information. However, one in six respondents said they looked up the prescription in a drug reference book such as the Physicians Desk Reference. (Am J Public Health 1984; 74:1161-1162 For ambulatory patients, the flow of drug information is traditionally viewed as stemming from the physician and the pharmacist. The purpose of the present study was to provide an overview of the nature, amount, and source of prescription drug information obtained by patients.
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Method
Subjects were 1,104 adults (18 years or older) in the continental United States who had obtained a new (nonrefill) prescription for themselves or a household member in the previous four weeks. A three-stage sampling technique using random digit dialing was used. The response rate, based upon the estimated number of eligible respondents, was 61 per cent. About 61 per cent of the respondents had obtained new prescriptions for themselves in the previous four weeks (n = 673) with the remaining subjects obtaining prescriptions for family members.
Results and Discussion
Two-thirds (66 per cent) of the subjects were female and the mean age of respondents was 41.6 years. Most subjects (80 per cent) had graduated from high school, 21 per cent had graduated from college, and 7 per cent had at least some post-college graduate work. The median income was between $15,000 and $25,000. Thus, the sample was somewhat younger and more highly educated than the general population of drug users.
Most respondents (61 per cent) said they purchased one drug the last time they obtained a new prescription. Onethird (34 per cent) said they obtained their most recent prescription within the last week. Before asking any questions about the information received, subjects were asked to think only about the new (non-refill) prescription(s) they had obtained most recently at the pharmacy. April 19, 1984. communication at the pharmacy, subjects were asked if they talked about each of five separate items: how much of the medicine to take, how often to take the medicine, if the medicine could be refilled, if there were any precautions to take while using the medicine, and if there were any possible side effects. The order of these questions was randomized across subjects. Respondents who said the item was discussed were then asked if they were told or if they had to ask for the information.
Overall, subjects were much more apt to be told directions for using the medicine than any other item. About onefourth of the respondents were informed verbally about how much and how often to take the medicine. Other items of information were conveyed to less than one in five respondents (Table 1) . Whatever information was conveyed at the pharmacy appears to be the result of affirmative counseling rather than patient questioning. Only 3 per cent said they received any item of information as the result of a question.
Receiving information at the pharmacy was influenced by circumstances at the pharmacy and characteristics of the respondent. Subjects were two to three times more likely to be informed about the drug when the prescriptions were handed out by a pharmacist rather than a clerk or cashier. Pharmacy customers were more likely told how to use the drug when they obtained the prescription for another person rather than for themselves. Older respondents were about half as likely to receive directions for use counseling as younger subjects. Subjects under age 21 were about three times more likely to ask questions about how to take the medicine as were older subjects.
A total of 16 per cent said they received some additional written information, usually brochures, pamphlets, or instruction sheets. In addition, 70 per cent said they received stickers for the medication container. Less than 1 per cent said that they were referred to a reference book. Experience at the Doctor's Office Subjects were asked if the doctor or anyone else in the doctor's office told them about the medicine. Only those subjects who were physically present (or the sole person talking on the telephone) were included in the analysis (n = 896). Seventy per cent of the eligible respondents said they received some information, mostly from the doctor (95 per cent) and additionally from the nurse (12 per cent). A little over half of the respondents were told about directions for use, about one-third (30 per cent) said they were given refill instructions and 32 per cent said they were informed about precautions. One-fourth (26 per cent) said they were told about drug side effects (Table 2) .
Subjects were more likely to be counseled spontaneously about their medicines by the physician than by another member of the staff. However, subjects reported that they were more likely to ask questions of someone other than the doctor, especially information about precautions. This may reflect an easier accessibility of nurses and other staff compared to the doctor. It also confirms anecdotal evidence that patients may not want to "bother" the doctor with their questions, but nevertheless wish to know about their medications. Only 5 per cent said they were given any written information about the medicine. Instruction sheets were the most popular form, followed by brochures and pamphlets. About one-fourth of those receiving written information said they obtained multiple forms. The few physicians who distributed written materials may have adopted this as a general educational strategy and distribute several forms. In addition to brochures or leaflets, 24 respondents said they received information from a reference book. Audiovisual information-such as computer terminals, audio or visual tapes-were rarely provided (n = 14).
Self-Motivated Information Seeking
The subsample queried about both physician and pharmacist counseling activities was asked about other sources of drug information (n = 898). About 16 per cent said they looked up their most recent prescription in a drug reference book. The Physician's Desk Reference was the most frequently consulted reference book, used by 7 per cent of the subjects. Encyclopedias were used by 1 per cent and a wide variety of other books were mentioned. Use of a reference book was more frequent for younger respondents, and those with higher education and greater income. 
